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1908 Lords had now been accomplished, and on all the major measures of
Age 55-56 jjkeraj[ pO]iCy—education, temperance reform, land reform, Welsh
Disestablishment, Irish Home Rule—the road seemed to be hope-
lessly blocked. Judged by by-elections the country was apathetic,
and the Liberal tide had declined considerably from the high-water
mark of 1906. Unjust as it might be, electioneerers reported that the
Government had suffered considerably in prestige from the accept-
ance of blows which it was unwilling or unable to resent, and its
opponents calculated that they had only to persist in using the
House of Lords to destroy its legislation to land it finally in discredit
and disaster.
In December 1908 few Liberals saw any clear road through
these troubles. There was considerable unemployment which,
in spite of the measures that the Government had taken to deal
with it, added to the general malaise and gave the Tariff Reformers
the opportunity of renewing their agitation. There was nothing in
the Liberal programme which could be relied upon to stir popular
feeling, and some of the measures to which the Government was
pledged, such as Welsh Disestablishment and Sickness Insurance,
were of doubtful electioneering value, however desirable or necessary
they might be on their merits. Pessimists predicted a crash within
eighteen months and even optimists saw nothing ahead but a period
of declining fortunes. No one foresaw that the House of Lords
itself would provide the fighting issue.
But though the party prospects were clouded, Asquith's personal
position stood high at the end of his first session as Prime Minister.
" It was with the sense not only of expectation more than satisfied
but of pride in old friendship that I listened this afternoon/' wrote
Mr. Haldane on the morning after his second reading speech on the
Licensing Bill, " you need not wish ever to do better or to produce
a deeper feeling of command in the House." This was the general
verdict at the end of the session. He had more than satisfied
expectation ; he had impressed everyone by his complete command
of the House. He seemed to rise with the same facility to every
occasion and never to slip or trip. A week before the end of the
session he was entertained at dinner at the National Liberal Club
by Liberal Members of Parliament in recognition of the manner in
which he had conducted the Licensing Bill through the House of
Conrrmons, and he seized the occasion to make a declaration on the
subject of the House of Lords :
"To put the thing plainly, the present system enables the leader of
t&0 party which has been defeated and repudiated by the electors at the

